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Ratification of International
Conventions on Women 64

International
Conventions
for Women
Committee 63

The IWY Commission urges the immediate
ratification of -Ore ·.United Nations Convention
on the Political Rights of Women and the
Inter-American Convention on the Granting of
Political Rights to Women.
The Commission believes that the failure of
the United States to ratify these international
conventions on women's rights contravenes the
spirit of our Constitution and discredits the
strength of our national commitment to equal
rights and to opportunities for all.
Since the United States is already legally
bound by our Constitution and statutes to all
the major human rights commitments set forth
in these conventions on women's rights, the
Commission proposes that it is _in the best
interest of this country to ratify these conventions as reaffirming our recognition of and
support for minimum universal guarantees of
dignity to one-half the human race.
As a major commitment, the Commission
pledges to do all it can to forward the recommendation of the International Women's Year
World Plan of Action that every effort he made
by those governments which have not already
done so to ratify these international instruments on women's rights. The Commission
urges concerned individuals and organizations
to support this effort.
63 !WY Co mmissio n m e mbe rs: Se nato r C ha rles H .
Pe rcy;'"Chair; Velma Murph y Hill and Patricia Hutar.
Staff member: J oan Goodin .
•• Reco mme nd atio n a roved b Inte rnational Conventions o r Wo m e n Commiuee O ct. 16 , I
i by IWY
Commis<ion by letter Oct. 1975.

The recummendatwn calling for U.S. ratifu:ation ef
two intematumal conventwns on the pobtical rights of
ww,en has been overtaken by evenls. On January 22,
1976, the Senate voted to accept the U.N. Convention
on the Political Rights of Women and the InterAmerican Convention on the Granting ef Political
Rights to W w,en. They were signed by the President
on March 21, 1976, and the U.N. Convention comes
into force for the United Sta1,es juJ,y 7, 1976. The
recummendatwn and background discussion as originally apProved by the !WY Cummissinn are included to
cumplete the record.
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Discussion
The U.S. record on ratifying international
women's rights conventions is poor. Of seven
conventions on women's rights approved by
international bodies, the U.S. has ratified only
one (see chart, which includes U.S. acceptance in
early 1976 of two additional conventions).
The major U.S. objections to ratifying the
human rights conventions and the appropriate
responses follow:
Objection: Under the Constitution, the issue of
human rights is not a proper subject for exercising the treatymaking power.
Respanse: The Constitution does not express
any specific limitations of the treatymaking
power. The power, however, is not unrestricted.
The Supreme Court ruled in Geofruy v. Riggs,
133 U.S. 258, 267 (1890) :

It would not be contended that it [the
treatymaking power] extends so far as to
authorize what the Constitution forbids, or a
change in the character of the gove~ent or
in that of one of the states, or a cession of any
Portion of the territory of the latter, without
Its consenL
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. . . But with these exceptions, it is not
perceived that there is any limit to the questions which can be adjusted touching on any
matter which is properly the subject of negotiations with a foreign country.
It would be difficult to interpret any of the
international women's rights conventions as requiring anything which in essence contravenes
an express prohibition of the Constitution or
changes the character of the government. However, if a particular convention may be held in
part incompatible with constitutional requirements or government policy, the convention
could be accepted with a reservation or an
understanding which would exclude, modify, or
nullify the effect of the incompatible provision.
Objection: Human rights essentially fall within
domestic jurisdiction and therefore are not a
proper subject of negotiations with a foreign
country.
Response: Concern for human rights has been
a traditional American principle and a major
feature of U.S. foreign policy. Throughout its
history the United States has intervened on
behalf of oppressed religious and ethnic minori-

ties in other lands. The United States also has
been party to international treaties dealing with
human rights. In the 19th century the United
States was a party to numerous rreaties regulating the slave trade. The Hoover Administration
ratified the League of Nations Convention on
Slavery. The F. D. Roosevelt administration
ratified a convention on the nationality of
women. Further, the United Stares ratified the
U.N. Charter which has as one gf its central
concerns the protection of human rights and
fundamental freedoms. More recently, in 1967
the United States ratified the Supplementary
Convention on the Abolition of Slavery.
01!jectiun: Ratification of human rights conventions would shift into the Federal domain certain
subjects hitherto reserved for State jurisdiction.
Respanse: The treatymaking power is not circumscribed by the 10th amendment, which
makes a general reservation of power to the
States. In Missouri v. Holland, 252 U.S. 416
( 1920), the Supreme Court decided that the
Constitution authorizes Congress to pass legislation implementing valid treaty commitments on
certain matters otheiwise reserved to the States.
Objectiun: U.S. citizens already enjoy the rights
guaranteed by international human rights conventions. The United States, therefore, has no
need to ratify such conventions.
Response: Although international human rights
conventions generally specify standards already
observed in the United States, the United States
has an interest in seeing that they are observed
by as many countries as possible. The United
States cannot effectively urge other countries to
adhere to such conventions without doing so

itself. The United States would be in a stronger
position to promote the goals of human rights in
the world community if it ratified international
human rights conventions.

Why the United States Should Ratify
International Women's Rights
Conventions
The basic rights guaranteed by the international women's rights conventions are often
taken for granted in the United States, but they
are not taken for granted everywhere. In fact,
they are very much at issue in many countries of
the world. By ratifying these conventions, the
United States can help give international effect
to fundamental rights which U.S. women enjoy.
Ratification also will put the United States in a
better legal and moral position _to protest infringement of these ·rigt'ilsiri" c 6untries that may
have ratified the conventions but have failed to
put them into practice. Further, ratification will
increase U.S. influence in the continuing international process of setting legal standards in the
field of women's rights. So long as the United
States fails to ratify international women's rights
conventions, its views on this issue will carry less
weight than they deserve.
The report of the President's Commission for
the Observance of the 25th Anniversary of the
United Nations put it effectively and succinctly:
The United States would be in a far
stronger position to play its historic role as
champion of internauonal rights and take a
l~ading p~rt in c~nsideration of alleged violatlons of mternauonal standards if 1t ratified
the instruments it has helped to develop.
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